Vote choice in regional elections is commonly explained as dependent on national politics and occasionally as an autonomous decision driven by region-specific factors. However, few arguments and little evidence have been provided regarding the determinants that drive voters' choices to one end or the other of this dependency-autonomy continuum. In this article we claim that contextual and individual factors help to raise (or lower) the voters' awareness of their regional government, affecting the scale of considerations (national or regional) they use to cast their votes at regional elections. Using survey data from regional elections in Spain, we find that voters' decisions are more autonomous from national politics among the more politically sophisticated voters, among those who have stronger feelings of attachment to their region, and in those contexts in which the regional incumbent party is different from the national one.
In their landmark article Reif and Schmitt (1980) drew a distinction between first and secondorder elections. According to their definition, countries have only one 'important' election whereas there is 'less at stake' in all others. The main difference between these two types of votes is electoral participation, with turnout being systematically higher in first-order votes. This fact is taken as a signal that citizens have less interest in and knowledge about the politics of the less mobilizing second-order elections. As a result, voters need to use considerations derived from the first-order arena to make up their minds in any second-order vote. 1 Unlike this top-down predominant view, other explanations have emphasized the autonomy of vote choice in elections to non-national offices. The opposite perspective states that the citizens' vote and the outcome are hugely influenced by the actors involved in the specific electoral levels; factors such as the candidates and the governments, with their respective campaign strategies and performance, have a crucial effect on voters' choices. These explanations, which emphasize the autonomous nature of voting patterns at different types of elections, have been used to account for split-ticket voting in the US (Jacobson 1991) or regional election outcomes in contexts such as provincial elections in Canada or devolved elections in the UK (Cutler 2008; Johns et al. 2009 ).
The autonomous nature of less mobilizing elections has also been accounted for by the notion that elections to different institutions are about different issues, i.e., voters focus on distinct policy-areas depending on the office to be elected. In contrast to the second-order view, it is not a question of 'how much is at stake' but rather of 'what is at stake'. This interpretation has been used to explain congressional (Petrocik and Doherty 1996; Shafer and Claggett 1995) and gubernatorial elections in the US (Atkeson and Partin 1995; Stein 1990 ), or even European Parliament elections (Curtice and Steed 2000) . 2 At regional elections, the argument has been mainly used in multinational contexts where the party systems operating at the sub-state and the state tiers differ (Curtice 2001; Denver and Johns 2010; Jones and Scully 2006; Liñeira 2011) .
Although the distinction between first-and second-order has been the dominant framework in the non-national elections literature, some authors have questioned its simplicity. First, the straightforward dichotomy between the national level and 'everything else' has been considered inadequate (Jeffery and Hough 2003) . Instead, elections could be better interpreted within a continuum which ranges from purely autonomous elections -with decisions driven entirely by factors pertaining to that arena -to purely dependent ones on the national arena (van der Eijk and Franklin 1996) . Second, it has been stated that not all voters approach a given election in the same way. Johns (2011) argues that within second-order elections there is variation depending on institutions, contexts, and individuals. Institutionally, the level of dependency may vary across countries, regions or time because what is at stake may differ according to the powers granted to the different sub-state units. Contextually, dependency may vary depending on the parties in government or as a result of an economic crisis. Individually, different voters may perceive the importance of each electoral arena differently.
The question of whether regional elections are dependent on or autonomous from national politics is of more than academic interest. A necessary condition for regional democracy is some degree of electoral accountability that helps to establish responsible and representative regional governments. If regional elections are disconnected from regional politics, voting patterns will lack meaning, significance or relevance for the regional political process. This democratic deficit would be especially worrisome since regional institutions have increased their powers and responsibilities over the last decades in contemporary democracies (Hooghe, Marks, and Schakel 2010; Rodden 2004) . Devolving powers to institutions with unaccountable and unresponsive governments would mean that voters lose both control over policymakers and influence on policies. As a result, it is crucial to evaluate the drivers of regional elections and the factors that moderate the importance of regional and national considerations on ballot choice.
In this article, we focus on retrospective evaluations to assess the scale of considerations that drive voters' choices in regional elections; the question of electoral accountability seems particularly appropriate in assessing the drivers of regional vote choice because the main consequence of multilevel settings is to blur the clarity of responsibilities. 3 This interest forces us to use individual-data analysis in order to introduce voters' attitudes and evaluations into the analysis and assess the weight voters give to regional and national considerations when they choose their ballots. 4 Despite our use of survey data, we also take benefit of the Spanish context to use a comparative strategy that examines the moderating role that different political contexts have on the effect of regional and national politics on regional voting. The Spanish regional elections then constitute a crucial test given the variation in Spanish regional politics -17 regions with similar institutions but different party systems -and the richness of the available data.
Our main argument is that voters' awareness of the regional government makes regional politics more relevant to vote choice in regional elections. This awareness is a variable that depends on both contextual and individual factors; politically sophisticated voters, those who identify more strongly with the regions, and those living in regions governed by a different party than the national incumbent are more aware of the regional government and give more weight to regional retrospective evaluations when making their regional vote choices. By contrast, unsophisticated voters, those who identify more strongly with the nation, and those located in regions governed by the national incumbent are less aware of the regional government and, as a result, give more leverage to considerations derived from the national politics when casting their regional ballots.
The article is structured as follows. In the next section, we present the main theoretical arguments and the hypotheses. The following section discusses the relevance of the Spanish regional elections to test our hypotheses and presents the model we use to test them as well as the operationalization and the data used. The results are shown in another section; the moderating roles of political sophistication, national identity and incumbency status will be presented in different sub-sections. The final section summarizes the findings and discusses their relevance for the literature on regional voting.
Theoretical Arguments
Electoral accountability requires clarity of responsibilities. In order to hold governments to account, voters must have a clear picture of the government and the party responsible for past policy outcomes. Under such premises, successes will be rewarded and failures will be punished on the basis of past performance at subsequent elections (Anderson 1995; Manin, Przeworski, and Stokes 1999; Powell 2000; Powell and Whitten 1993; Rudolph 2003b) . Logically, the nature of institutions and governments has an effect on the clarity of responsibilities; in contrast to situations of unified power, it is more difficult for voters to identify who is responsible when power is divided. Therefore, decentralized polities make it more difficult for voters to pinpoint responsibilities than do unitary polities (Alesina and Rosenthal 1996; Anderson 2006; Cutler 2004; Powell and Whitten 1993; Remmer and Gélineau 2003; Rudolph 2003a ).
Yet, institutions are not the whole story. The effect of multilevel governments on the clarity of responsibilities might be moderated by the parties in office at each tier of government.
Obviously, identifying who is responsible is easier in regions with the same incumbent party at both levels. This has led to the argument that voters cannot do wrong in holding this party responsible for any outcome, so in-party governments are more accountable than out-party governments (Lago-Peñas and Lago-Peñas 2010). 5 However, the latter conception of accountability overlooks the responsibilities by the different governments; i.e., to attribute all responsibilities to the party without making any distinction between the performance of the national and the regional government would lead voters to blame or reward incumbents for actions which fall under the responsibility of another administration.
This would harm accountability. Additionally, the 'restricted in-party culpability thesis' (Hibbing and Alford 1981) suggests that the effect of national conditions on the vote is largely confined to elections involving in-party incumbents (see also Atkeson and Partin 1995; Fiorina 1983; Koch 2000; Stein 1990 ). For all this, we expect that national politics would have a greater effect on regional elections in the context of in-party governments, leading to less accountable regional governments.
In detail, our argument is as follows. The common party label of in-party governments raises the saliency of the national office over the regional one because the former is run by the main leaders of the party. Under these circumstances, it is more challenging for the voter to have a genuine and distinctive evaluation of the regional government's performance, so voters are impelled to give more leverage to national considerations when casting their regional ballots. By contrast, voters can more easily relate the policies carried out by the different governments when different parties hold the regional and the national office, a situation which has been labeled as 'divided federalism' (Brown 2010) . Therefore, out-party contexts should increase the voters' awareness of the regional government and facilitate more genuine and consequential performance evaluations.
In summary, the more distinctive the regional is from the national government, the easier for the electorate to discriminate between the policy actions of the different governments, and the greater the impact of regional considerations on regional voting. Thus, our first hypothesis is: H1. Regional considerations will be more important vis-à-vis national considerations when voting for the regional government in out-party governments than in in-party governments Apart from variances across regions, the kind of considerations that voters use to cast their ballots may also vary among individuals. Multilevel government settings make it less clear who is responsible for what, which may force citizens to acquire additional information to correctly assign responsibilities (Anderson 2006 (Anderson , 450, 2008 Cutler 2004, 19-22; Hobolt and Tilley 2014, 29-48) . Political sophistication then emerges as a potential source of variation on how voters make up their minds in regional elections.
Decades of research on public opinion have shown the electorate's ignorance about basic political facts (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Fournier 2002; Neuman 1986 ). Political knowledge, however, is not just characterized by a low mean, but also by a high variance, i.e., the levels of awareness vary a great deal among citizens (Converse 1975 ). These differences in voters' levels of political conceptualization and awareness have as many consequences as do their differences in values and interests (Converse 1964; Zaller 1992) : the politically aware are more competent in processing news and information, in converting this into stored knowledge (Zaller 1991) , and in perceiving objective facts (Bartels 2002 ). These differences translate into voting behavior (Bartels 1996; Duch, Palmer, and Anderson 2000) .
As the existence of different tiers of government add complexity, we might expect that decentralized polities accentuate the consequences of voters' political knowledge on voting. On the one hand, evidence exists that political awareness and knowledge have some impact on the attributions of responsibility to the different tiers of government in Canada, the UK, and Spain (Cutler 2008; Johns 2011; León 2011; Liñeira 2014) . There is also evidence that sophisticated voters are more interested in regional politics and are more cognizant of the regional leaders (Liñeira 2014, 127-175) . If considerations relative to regional politics are more accessible to sophisticated voters, and less so to unsophisticated ones, the former will tend to make more use of them than the latter to cast their ballots. Thus, our second hypothesis is: H2. Regional considerations will be more important vis-à-vis national considerations when voting for the regional government among sophisticated voters than among unsophisticated voters.
Political sophistication and awareness may not be the only source of difference on how voters make their choices. In multinational polities, voters' sense of belonging may affect their locus of political interest; voters with a strong sense of regional identification are more interested and informed about regional politics (Liñeira 2014, 127-175) , and seem likely to view regional elections as more important than those who feel less identified (Johns 2011) . The effect of national identity on the awareness of regional elections may also result from different perceptions of how responsibility is allocated across levels; the attribution of responsibilities is not just biased by ideological and partisan predispositions (Arceneaux 2006; Rudolph 2003a Rudolph , 2003b Rudolph , 2006 Tilley and Hobolt 2011) , but also by voters' identity and their predisposition to attribute powers to the levels of government with which they identify more (Johns 2011) . Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that those who more strongly identify with their region give more weight to regional considerations at regional elections.
H3. Regional considerations will be more important vis-à-vis national considerations when voting for the regional government among voters who feel more strongly attached to their region than among those who feel less attached to it.
Method and Data
Regional elections in Spain constitute a key test of the previous hypotheses given their homogeneous institutional setting and their heterogeneity in terms of election timing and party systems. This allows us to take advantage of the subnational comparative method: by focusing on subnational cases within a single country we control for institutional heterogeneity -i.e., the government and the electoral systems, or the characteristics of the central government -to a far greater extent than is usually possible in studies that compare units within different federations (Snyder 2001) .
The process of decentralization in Spain established seventeen regions with their own democratically elected institutions. Four of these regions were granted the maximum-level of self-government allowed by the Spanish constitution at the outset (the so-called fast-track regions), whereas the other thirteen had to wait for five years before being able to increase their
powers. Yet, the evolution of the decentralization process has equalized the responsibilities attributed to these two type of regions, to such an extent, that few differences exist in terms of policy responsibilities across regions (Aja 2003) . 6 Additionally, even though each region could originally choose its own institutional setting, all eventually replicated the basics of the Spanish government system: a parliamentary regime elected by proportional representation with fouryear terms.
Electoral timing is the main institutional difference. The thirteen slow-track regions hold their elections on the same day every four years, whereas the fast-track regions have the power to dissolve their parliaments and hold their elections separately from any other vote. Concurrent regional elections may boost the relevance of national factors in the elections of the slow-track regions because the national media are encouraged to cover the campaigns and the national parties are prompted to co-ordinate their messages and emphasize national issues (Colomer 1998; Golder 2006 ). 7 By contrast, non-concurrent elections provide greater opportunities for maintaining a distinctive agenda, which may weak the influence of national issues on regional
voting.
Yet, it is the party systems rather than the institutions that form the main source of differences.
Although the main Spanish state-wide parties, the Popular Party (PP) and the Socialist Party (PSOE), are present in all regions, they co-exist with a plethora of non-state-wide parties (NSWPs). 8 This diversity is set out in Table 1 Spanish regional elections then constitute a key environment in which to assess our hypotheses.
However, in order to evaluate how the drivers of regional elections vary across contexts and between voters, we first need a method to estimate the relative weight given to national and regional considerations on vote choices. We may follow two strategies. First we may ask the voters themselves. However, even if voters' answers to these kinds of questions is not without value, we will question in the next section the validity of this strategy in assessing voters' motivations.
Alternatively, we may contrast the impact of regional and national considerations on the vote through regression models. We will focus on this second strategy. Adding interaction terms to these regressions models we will be able to assess how the impact of different considerations varies across contexts and among different types of voters, which is the main concern of this article.
As said, we will use retrospective models to assess the role of national and regional considerations on the vote. Thus, our dependent variable is a dummy which contrasts those who voted for the regional government party (or parties in the case of coalition governments) with those who supported the opposition parties. 10 The main predictors are the voters' performance evaluations of the regional and national political actors, particularly, the governments and the leaders. Therefore, the model evaluates the impact of regional retrospective evaluations on the decision to support the regional government or the regional opposition, once we take into account the retrospective evaluations of the national government and the national prime minister.
To this basic model we add some controls. First, we include voters' attitudes towards the incumbent regional party by incorporating two measures: the voters' sense of proximity to and ideological distance from the party of the regional president. Controlling for partisan and ideological attitudes is necessary for several reasons. On the one hand, we know that partisanship colors perceptions and evaluations (Bartels 2002; Evans and Pickup 2010) , so we need to introduce political predispositions into the analysis to make sure that our retrospective evaluations are genuine and not just a by-product of predispositions. Also, these predispositions help us to mitigate the potential endogenous relationship between evaluations and vote choice by introducing factors that are both related to the evaluations and the vote ( Thus, the independent variables used in this and subsequent models are the voters' retrospective evaluations of the regional and national government, measured with a five-point scale which ranges from 'very good' to 'very bad'; the voters' proximity to the party of the regional president, varying from 'very close' to 'not close at all'; the voters' ideological distance from the same party on the left-right spectrum; 13 and the voters' ratings of the regional president and of the Spanish prime minister measured in a 0 to 10 scale. All the variables have been recoded to range from 0 to 1 in order to compare the magnitude of the coefficients. Finally, we must underline that all the models use clustered standard errors to take the hierarchical structure of the data into account.
The data are drawn from the pool of the seventeen post-electoral surveys conducted after the regional elections held between 2008 and 2011; respondents were interviewed face-to-face in representative samples in each Spanish region, with sample sizes ranging from 580 respondents in Navarra, to 2,500 in Catalonia. 14 These elections were held during the second term of the socialist prime minister José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero's, a period characterized by a huge economic crisis which caused increasing levels of unemployment that saw the image of the national socialist government to deteriorate rapidly.
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Results
The following question was asked in the post-election surveys of the thirteen slow-track regions:
'when you reached your decision about your vote (or your non-vote) in past regional elections, what did you take more into account: regional issues or Spanish issues?' Table 2 displays the answers by region. They depict a pattern in which Spanish regional elections appear to be quite autonomous from national considerations: a mean of 52 per cent of the respondents state that they focused on regional issues at regional elections, 19 per cent say they concentrated on Spanish issues, and 24 per cent chose the 'both' category. Although there are substantial variations across regions, it is only in the region of Madrid that more respondents claimed to be more influenced by national rather than by regional issues.
[ Table 2 here]
Although the data displayed on Table 2 provide a valid picture of the dominant logic used to justify vote choices across regions, its validity as a measure of what drives the vote at regional elections is open to question. There is compelling evidence that asking voters for the reasons of their choices does not reveal the 'real' ingredients of those decisions but, rather, their subsequent rationalizations (Rahn, Krosnick, and Breuning 1994) . Furthermore, when asked to explain their preferences and behavior, people are biased toward mentioning reasons that sound rational and that emphasize the object being evaluated (Wilson et al. 1989) , and 'regional issues at regional elections' might sound like a rational answer. It also may sound as sophisticated answer, so some voters might choose it because it seems appropriate to state that their regional vote choices are driven by regional concerns, incurring in a social desirability bias. For all these reasons, we need a different strategy to estimate the relative impact of regional and national considerations on vote choice.
A regression estimation provides a more robust evidence about the kind of considerations that drive the regional vote. Table 3 shows 5 models that estimate the effect of our independent variables on the support for the regional government. The first model includes the voters'
predispositions towards the incumbent party in the region; the second adds the voters' assessments of the regional and the national government's performance; model 3 uses the evaluations of the regional president and the Spanish prime minister; model 4 includes all the retrospective evaluations of the national and regional incumbents, and model 5 adds the evaluation of the regional opposition leader to the previous independent variables. Finally, we introduce a dummy that separates the PSOE regional governments from the other regional governments, plus an interaction between the dummy and the evaluations of the national objects.
This interaction allows us to adequately model the opposite effect that the evaluations of the PSOE national government has on the support for the regional government: positive in the case of PSOE regional governments, and negative in those regions where the PSOE belongs to the opposition.
The models displayed in Table 3 show that all variables work in the expected direction. Model 1 (and all subsequent models) shows that the closer the voter feels to the regionally incumbent party, or the shorter the ideological distance, the more likely it is that he or she voted for it. In model 2 we appreciate that the impact of the prime minister's evaluation is negative (-2.082) in out-party governments, but positive in the context of in-party governments (3.378-2.082 = 1.296). The same pattern is evident in model 3, which replaces governments with leaders: the impact of the regional president evaluation (3.251) is positive and greater than the impact of the national prime minister (-2.522). Finally, models 4 and 5, which take into account all the relevant considerations, make evident that the impact of regional considerations tends to be greater than the impact of the national ones. Although the evaluations of the national government and prime minister are not irrelevant, their impact is smaller than the retrospective evaluations of their regional counterparts.
[ Table 3 here]
Divided and United federalism
In a decentralized polity it is more difficult for voters to know which government is responsible for a given outcome (Alesina and Rosenthal 1996; Anderson 1995 Anderson , 2006 Cutler 2004 ).
However, the effect of federations on electoral accountability might be moderated by the parties in office at each tier of government. Specifically, we expect that contexts with different incumbent parties at each level of government make voters more aware of their regional government and, in consequence, more able to keep a distinctive, genuine, and consequential evaluation of its performance. By contrast, maintaining a specific evaluation of the regional government's performance in the context of in-party governments should be more demanding, so voters will rely more on national considerations to cast their ballots. Table 4 displays two models that test the impact of regional and national evaluations on the vote in out-party and in-party governments; in order to not overstate the effect of regional considerations, the analysis considers only regions governed by either the PP or the PSOE and excludes regions governed by NSWPs. 16 The first model contrasts the impact of the regional government's evaluations in different contexts: in those regions governed by the PP, the coefficient (4.183) is larger than in those regions governed by the PSOE (4.183-1.175 = 3.008).
Therefore, we may conclude that the evaluations of the regional government have a stronger impact on the vote in contexts of divided federalism, i.e., the PSOE is the national incumbent and the PP is the regional one.
[ Table 4 here]
However, the previous model does not constitute a complete fair test of our hypothesis; the evaluations of the national government are evaluations of a PSOE government, so it should not surprise that they exert a stronger impact on the support of regional governments in which the PSOE is the incumbent. In order to compare like with like model 2 focuses on leaders, which constitute the only object that distinguishes the regional from the national politics in regions with a PSOE incumbent. Again, we presume that national politics would exert a stronger influence on the regional vote in the context of in-party governments, so regional presidents from the PSOE should influence less the vote than regional presidents from the PP once we control for the evaluations of the national prime minister and the national opposition leader. Model 2 and Figure   1 make evident that differences occur in the expected way; in the context of in-party governments, the dominance of national politics makes regional evaluations less relevant for the vote choice than in regions where incumbents belong to different parties.
[ Figure 1 here]
Individual variations
The previous models did not make any distinctions among voters, but individuals do not necessarily share a process of voting decision (Bartle 2005; Rivers 1988; Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock 1991) . On the contrary, it is reasonable to expect that choices made by different voters are driven by a wide range of interests, motivations, and abilities. If we relax the homogeneity assumption, we must accept the possibility that voters weigh the various considerations differently when casting their regional ballots. We should, therefore, expect that the impact of regional and national considerations on voting varies depending on the characteristics of the different voters. Given that previous evidence shows that the level of involvement with regional politics is conditioned by citizens' national identity and political sophistication (Johns et al. 2009 ; Liñeira 2014), we will test in this section if these two factors modify the ingredients used by voters to make their regional election choices.
The conditional effect of national identity
Identity and the promotion of the region's interests are specially salient issues in regional elections (Curtice 2001; Johns 2011) . 17 Furthermore, evidence shows that the stronger the individual's feeling of identification with the region, the higher their interest in and knowledge of the region's politics (Liñeira 2014) . Therefore, we expect that regional politics exert a more decisive impact on the vote choice of those individuals who have a strong identification with the region. Table 5 shows two models to test this. The first column of model 1 shows the effects of the different explanatory factors on the vote of those who mainly identify with Spain ('only Spanish'
and 'more Spanish than from the region'), whereas the second column focuses on those who feel more strongly attached to their region. As a first test, respondents who feel equally attached to Spain and to their region are excluded from model 1. They will be included in model 2.
The results show similar coefficients on the impact of regional government assessment for both groups. However, the impact differs strongly when it comes to evaluation of the national government's performance: this is a significant explanatory factor for those who feel more strongly attached to Spain, but a non-significant one for those who feel more attached to their region. Model 2 tests if the latter difference is statistically significant. Given that the impact of national identity could be different in those regions which held their elections separately (thereby allowing more opportunities to introduce regional issues into the election campaign), the model 2 distinguishes between the impact of our interest variables in all regions and in slow-track regions. The effects can easily be seen in Figure 2 .
[ Table 5 here]
Both figures clearly show that a conditional relationship exists between national identity and the kind of considerations used at the ballot box: the greater the attachment to the region, the lesser the impact of national political considerations on regional voting and vice versa. Consequently, those more strongly attached to Spain take the performance of the national government more into account when casting their regional ballots than those with a stronger feeling of attachment to their region. Obviously, the direction of this effect changes according to the regional incumbent:
if the incumbent is the PSOE, a good evaluation of the socialist national government has a positive effect on support for the PSOE at the regional level, whereas if the regional incumbent has a different party label (and the PSOE is an opposition party), the impact of the national government on the regional incumbent's re-election is negative. Finally, the panel on the right of the figure shows that these effects also exist in the slow-track regions, so we can exclude the possibility that national identity only makes a difference in regions in which a national cleavage divides the party system, as is the case in Catalonia and the Basque Country. On the contrary, it appears that voters' identity moderates the role played by national politics in voting across all Spanish regions.
[ Figure 2 here]
The conditional effect of political sophistication
Public opinion research has emphasized that politically sophisticated citizens engage differently with politics than do the politically unsophisticated (Converse 1964; Duch and Palmer 2002; Duch, Palmer, and Anderson 2000; Zaller 1992 ). Political sophistication is a multidimensional concept. According to Luskin, 'a person is politically sophisticated to the extent to which his or her political cognitions are numerous, cut a wide substantive swath, and are highly organized, or constrained' (Luskin 1990, 332) . Together with measures of political knowledge (unavailable in our data), education is the most common measure of political sophistication.
A large body of research shows that educational attainment promotes abstract reasoning abilities among individuals who engage in more complex approaches to political information (Luskin 1990 ) and more demanding decision-making strategies in cognitive terms (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996, 110-111) . Education also provides individuals with the ability to learn about politics by teaching them cognitive skills and political facts (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996, 110) , at the same time it increases the scope of political reasoning and 'the number of issues that citizens see as politically relevant' (Popkin 1994, 36) . Finally, the more educated are also more likely to be interested in the political world (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996, 179 ) and motivated to gather political information (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996, 110-111) . In summary, education is related to greater motivation to gather political information and more sophisticated skills to process it. Therefore, we expect that the politically sophisticated are better equipped to understand a multi-level government structure and to use national or regional considerations depending on the electoral level. Table 6 displays the results of the interaction between governments' evaluations and education.
In order to extend the evidence, we have estimated the same model using the evaluations of the regional president and the evaluations of the Spanish prime minister as interaction terms. Both governments and presidents' performance ratings show that national political considerations have a weaker impact on the regional choices of the more educated. According to our evidence, voters with higher educational attainment give more leverage to regional evaluations in their vote decisions than do individuals with lower levels of education. Additionally, the leaders' evaluations show a similar pattern: performance ratings for the Spanish prime minister have a weaker impact on the voting decisions of the highly educated.
[ Table 6 here] Figure 3 helps us grasp the effects of education more readily. The top two panels show that the higher the educational attainment, the higher the impact of regional's evaluations on vote choice.
Similarly, the bottom panels show that national considerations have a decreasing effect on voting as formal education increases. In fact, education shows no effect among those with secondary and tertiary education. In short, academic education reveals the expected effect in the expected direction, showing that educational attainment moderates the focus of voters' considerations.
[ Figure 3 here]
Summary and Discussion
Regional voting is usually explained as being dependent on the dynamics of national politics, and occasionally as an autonomous decision driven by region-specific influences. We contributed to this debate by providing arguments and evidence as to the determinants that drive voters' choices to one end or the other of this dependency-autonomy continuum. The data used are drawn from surveys of regional elections in Spain because they constitute a critical test: the institutional set-up of the different regions is similar, which allows us to control for the institutional and political differences inherent in any cross-country regional comparison.
Even if it is not always easy for the public to separate issues of national and regional politics, our analysis shows that regional considerations appear as a greater determinant of ballot choices than national ones; i.e., the voters' regional evaluations of governments and leaders have a stronger effect on their regional vote choices than do national ones. On the continuum of regional voting being either a decision that is purely autonomous from national politics or purely dependent, Spanish regional elections appear to be closer to the autonomy end of that scale than to the dependency end when we examine on the considerations in the minds of voters.
However, our most relevant finding is related to moderation effects. The more visible a regional government becomes vis-à-vis the national government, the more relevant regional considerations are to regional vote choice. Contextual and individual factors help to make voters more aware of the regional government. On the one hand, we have found support for our hypothesis that different party incumbents at the regional and national levels result in regional considerations gaining leverage on voters' decisions. On the other hand, evidence shows that, when the incumbent party is the same, regional considerations fade in the voters' minds at the expense of national ones. Although we test this in the context of the Spanish regional elections, we find no reasons to expect a different pattern in further research in other multilevel settings.
Voters' own characteristics also have a conditional effect on the relative importance of regional and national considerations on their vote. First, we have found that voters with higher educational attainment and, therefore, higher capacity to process political information in a complex institutional setting are more sensitive to regional politics at the polls than voters with lower educational attainment. Second, the centrality of regional identity issues in Spanish regional politics becomes evident: it impacts on constitutional preferences, as well as involvement with and knowledge of regional politics. It also affects the tier of government voters take into account when making their regional vote choices.
In summary, the moderating role of education and national identity shows that voters do not share a common decision-making process in terms of voting in a complex institutional setting such as the Spanish state of the autonomies. These findings should also hold in other multilevel settings, i.e., sophisticated voters should be more aware of any level of government and use the specific-level considerations for making their vote choices. In the same way, we should find that national identity shows similar effects other multinational polities with regional and national elections such as the United Kingdom or Canada. Future research should establish if these findings also hold in other contexts.
Does decentralization harm citizens' capacity to hold governments to account? Few doubts exist that the existence of different tiers of government raises the question about who is responsible, making things more difficult for voters. However, attributions of responsibility do not matter as much to voters at the ballot box as heuristics and general impressions. According to our analysis, voters take into account how well the regional government and leaders did over the previous four years when casting their regional ballots. Consequently, even if it is true that regional elections
are not only about the region and that electoral accountability is a difficult task in a multilevel context, the portrait of an electoral arena principally driven by considerations relating to national politics and failing, as a result, to hold regional administrations accountable appears to be more wrong than right.
The idea of regional elections as simple second-order votes is also too simplistic because the consequences of the institutional design depend on the political context and on voters' motivation. As in other forms of institutionally separated power (like presidential or semipresidential regimes) power is overtly dispersed when the different levels of government are controlled by different parties. In these contexts, it is easier for voters to maintain and use separate evaluations at the regional elections; i.e., power appears more divided in the eye of the voter when the vertical division of power and different party incumbencies coincide, uncoupling regional elections from national politics. Additionally, voters' motivations also moderate the scale of considerations: more educated voters and those who strongly identify with the region (in a multinational context) are more motivated to collect and process relevant information and, therefore, to give greater saliency to regional considerations when casting their ballots. The variable 'PSOE government' is a dummy which takes value '1' when the interviewee lives in a region governed by the PSOE, and '0' when lives in a region governed by another party. Regions governed by the PSOE National president
